HONAN

ceremonial food is not designed to be taken regularly, as I took
it with my almost daily feasts. Vegetables, especially greens,
are excluded as being too ordinary, and you need a stomach
trained from birth to cope with rice. I went to Kaifeng, to
the east, a handsome city with a history and a university and
some ancient pagodas, with more beggars in the streets than
I had seen elsewhere. I went to Loyang, in the west, past
an extraordinary geological formation called loess. This is a
great deposit of brown mud, left, I suppose, by the Yellow river
in a past age, which sprawls in terraced and castellated hills
along the south bank. A special breed of men have sprung up,
like mites in cheese, who live in caves in the loess. Back in
Ghengchow I had a bath and a drink and tried to write down
what I had learned.

Only one trip was essentially different from the others,
because through it I felt again the little qualm of fear which
flickered every now and then across my mind all the time I
was in China. I went down to Hsuchow, where we had an
establishment of five foreigners, mostly Americans, buying
tobacco leaf. Their arrival had cut into the profits of the local
merchants, since our Company was now buying direct from
the farmers. A few weeks before, our " No. i Chinese ", a
first-rate man, had been shot dead outside our compound
where the soldiers were playing football. They went on
playing football. Now the merchants had put a price on the
head of our American manager. I was quick to catch the
infection of nervousness from the little community. One night
I woke one of them up, and he was out of bed, menacing me
with a revolver, in a couple of seconds. We were all peevish
and touchy, and disputes arose over cards in the evenings. The
town was supposed to be unsafe at night, and I applied for a
police escort when I had to pass through it to get my train.
The escort did not turn up, and I was very jumpy during the
long ricksha ride through the pitch-dark city, the oppressive
silence only broken by the pad of my puller's feet on the sand,
and occasionally a fierce challenge from an unseen sentry. A
few weeks later the American manager was killed, shot in the
back, and our leaf-buyers were withdrawn.

All this time I was grappling with the first elements of the
Chinese language. It is a cruel language at first. I had a
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